
THE EVOLUTION OF ATH

an interview with Elizabeth St John
by Anthea Courtenay

Anthea Coutienay rs a professrb nal writer with a speciat interest in heating and
complementary medicine. She has been an Associate Member of ATH since 19g3,
and believes that literature and the arts can be a potent force for healing.

ATH was founded in 1983 by three women - Jane Lang, Ruth Noble and Elizabeth St
John' All three were involved in some in both psychot-herapy and movement, as well as
healing. Since then, Jane Lang has left to become a full-time artist, Ruth Noble is still an
ATH member specialisirg_i, heating and movement, and Elizabeth St John - though now
taking a back seat - is still a strongly inJluential moving spirit for andwithin ATH.

Elizabeth did 
-not originally set out to be a healer. A former kindergarten teacher

who had brought up her two children in the USA, in 1974 she 'inadvertent"ly wandered
into'Maxwell Cade's biofeedback, healing and meditation classes in London. She attend-
ed these on and of{ fo1 some ten years, and in 1979 was involved in his research. Help-
ing to attach the Mind Mirror to the heads of famous healers like Rose Gladden and
Bruce Ma_cManaway_while they worked gave Elizabeth'a basic education in healing.. Still
with no thought of becoming a healer herself, she began a training in psychoslmt[esis.

Then, after one session with the healer Andrew Watson, 'I knew that that was
what I was going to dol' She encouraged Andrew to start teaching and joined his
courses in 1979-80. She began working as a healer, also using her biofeedback training
to help clients to learn to relax and heal themselves. She and jane Lang also took a
colrse in Mental Colour Therapy with IiIy Cornford, at the Maitreya SChool of Healing,
along with Jane Lang and Ruth Noble. At the same time, the three friends were all
teaching members of the Natural Dance Workshop (they belonged to a performance
group called 'Spinsters'), and all three were involved in psychoiherapy in some *ay.

I asked Elizabeth what prompted them to start ATH?

How ATH was founded

Elizabeth: 'It started after the three of us went to the Mind Body Spirit Festival in 1gB3
and had a look at the healing organisations. We talked to the people, who were really
nice, and had healings from them at the various stands. But we realsed that we actually
belonged to a completely different generation, not so much in age as in our training,
education and outlook. We decided the "white coat" way was not for us - that the
healer's way at that time of needing to appear respectable, allisfl to wearing white qoats,
was out-dated. (The only other organisation with our kind of thinking was founded at
exactly the same time, by a generation of people in their 40s, and that was the College of
Healing who were up and running by'84.)

'Afterwards we sat down and said, "What is it that we don't see in these other
organisations that we would like to see?" and from that we drew up what we would like
in an organisation that we could belong to. The first thing that came up was a decent
training course. We had looked at several, and decided that the majority of them were
inadequate, pafiicularly in terms of experiential group work and hands-on practice.

'Another thing we didn't see in other organisations was clear client-healer
boundaries - this has changed, of course: almost everything that made us decide to
found ATH has changed in the other organisations. But it was important to us, since all
of us were steeped in different forms of psychotherapy, and visiting lots of different
healers. I don't think we ever queried the great healers, because they were so focused on
healing people that they didn't have time for games, conscious or unconscious! But we
saw that the general run of healers were not very conscious of their own projections on
to their clients, and we thought that interfered with the healing process - not in terms
of channelling the energy, but in terms of the kinds of things they would say to people.



'We decided we didn't want to b_e_a charity; we wanted a professional body. Iconsulted my father who recommended bgsing if on the on ttre i.ry .i-pGst form oforganisation - the cricket clubl So that's what we did, with four officerc ,"A i qro*.
Early Training Courses

'The first thing we decided was to run a training course. We had great fgn. The three ofus ran it, each gwing it from our point of view, ind we invited in in osteopath to give aclearer touch' We held it at Neal's Yard Therapy Rooms one weekend a month for 9months, and one Sunday a month when we had clients coming in knowing there wasgoing to be group work with them.

with clients. And we had supervision between weekends - supervision was unknown in
the healing world at that point. This came from the psychoth?rapv ti.tgro*id, uod *u,particularly important to Ruth. So we filled in all the gips in the'existindfr.ul..
trainings.

- 'ou-r bac\ground in movement was also influential: we reckoned that movement
work gives people boundaries with touch, particularly in energy work, particr:larly with
our approach, because we all trained by people who fraineA r.rnifr the jan Francisco
Dancers'Workshop, which was heavily Gestalt oriented.

'In 1984 Denis Havilland asked us to join the Confederation of Healing
Organisations [CHO]. Later, by the time I came to sit on the CHO cornmittee f6rmulating
the NVQ training I had a very good idea of how at least 50% of the available training
courses were run, because we'd studied them.,

'We repeated_the course once, drawing ATH members from our graduates, an6
set up a professional register and insurance. The third course didn't fifi, b,rt at thatpoint I met Celia MacNab (now Weller) who ran her own publicity company, Expanding
Horizons. She had great vision, and was excellent with pubticity. We .an tf,ree courses
with her guidance, expqlding the curriculum and bringing in oiher ATH members, so
each weekend had a different teacher. They included De[ia McNeil, who joined ATH
fairly early on.

'When we set up we decided that so few people in healing had the kind of
approach that we wanted in fellow members that everyone wanting to join had to bekog*!, together with their work, to two members of tire teaching boav. Everyone who
took the training course wor:Id automatically be considered for irembership.
Particularly with Celia, we were really tough with people as to whether they-were ready
to do hands-on work or not. We did things llke assesiment, that are now in the NVe,
and through all the courses we had supervision, with appointed tutors.

The Neal's Yard Clinic

'The last course we ran as ATH was in 1989. I was away in Java, and it didn't really get
set up right - but at the same time other healing organisations were offering more and
more forward-looking courses, under the CHO influence. So by 1989 there was a lot
more competition. And around then Celia closed her publicity organisation, because she
was moving on in her life. So we agreed that each of us who felt like it would run
courses. Delciao was gearing up for her courses, which would have a slightly more
psychotherapeutic orientation.
"[Delcia McNeil founded The McNeil School of Healing in 7993, which became the Rowan
School for Healing and Personal Growth with Kate Williams as equal partner in lggg, and
is now the Rowan school Nework - promoting healing and personal growth.l

'One of our principal aims was not just to offer professional courses (and at the
time we started ATH healing wasn't regarded as a profession) and to give healers a
better understanding of themselves, but also to educate the general public, about
healing as preventative medicine. The public needed to know that he;hng is for more
than just when you are dyrng and have lost all hope. That underpinned why we started
the drop-in clinic at Neal's Yard, a few years later, to offer healing as a preventative
therapy. If you can give preventative dentistry, why not preventative spiritual healing?



'The clinic ral fol several years in the 1990s, providing one lunchtime slot andone in the early evening.It was at ihe right place atltie iigrrt t[ne, ana iiwas great t',n.Il 9]so gave us a central meeting point wnere studenis worrld .o*. in from all thedifferent courses and acquire ai ieast a common outlook througfrihe .fi"i.. aoa it wasfascinating seeing people coming in from othel truiniogr with very different attitudesfrom the ones who ad come_thro,-ugh ours. Because healling had acquired a higherprofile and more respect-ability in ihe '90s, many **. p.;pr. *... .*irrg from theorthodox healthcare professions, Iike occupationaltheripiits and social w"orkers. Theywere absolutely clear on their boundaries, 
"usot"tiu 

iliar!! But at the same time theywere much less person-centred, which you have to be in spiritual healingAnd maybethey learned that in the clinic - how to just be with ,o*.o.r., and not upltv vo*technique to them.

The ATH healing philosophy:'being with,

'This is an essential point, I think. Even thorrgh you have learned healing techniques,there is a difference between seeing yoru ctie"nt *O-unnflri"g even your healingtechnique: t9 _mr mind, you simply have to be wirh thiiperson. rhen yor, -uy use thetechnique with them, or maybe not. That is a very airriiutt tt*ritio" ro. p.ipr. tomake who are already health-care professionars - giving .Ii".,t, rpi." to iiidlhemselrres.But I have seen it in surgeons and 
-Gps, 

nurses - not many, they don,t have muchopportunity or time! 
-And of course, when someone is really, ieally iu, vourlirstthought is to help with the pain and distress.

'I think we have got the essence of it in the CHO healing NVe formulation thatwe spent so many years putting together - that yolJr attunement is not just to the healingpower buy to the person in front of you. Lawrence LeShan has written about it brilliantln"It was Gabriel Roth [the American teacher of dance as a healing artl*rro si*rned it upfor me in one of the early residentials I did with her. She said, ;yusf rememtei that themost wonderful thing you can do for anyone is just be there. Because nobody gets theattention they crave!"'

Anthea: Is that what's called ,unconditional love?'

Elizabeth (laughing): We don't like words like thatli Because most people want to be
sympathetic, and that's often the worst thing you can do. Unconditioiral presence,
perhaps. But it is something along those lines that healers need to tearn -^peilaps you
need to learn it in all therapies, and healing in particular, because it's so m:ysterious to
most people

Anthea: Is it mysterious to you?

Elizabeth: I don't think so. I think it's only mysterious in that we haven't got the
vocabulary to describe it - although the new physics does has a vocabulary"to describe
it. I see healing as tapping into the cosmic wave, which is there to tap into. ana it
comes through the heart centre.'

Cuwent developments

With a mrmber of family commitments, Elizabeth has twice stepped back from her
central role in ATH.

Elizabeth:'I stepped out and then found that I hadn't stepped out, in the sense that
people still- thought I was boss. Then I stepped out yef again: I was doing nearly
everything, but very incompetently. I didn't frave ttre time or t[e skills to do thd admin,
or the newsletter, and for a time we had no treasurer. I am primarily an ideas person
rather than an admin person - I have the enthusiasm for idea-s, the energy wort<, it you
like but I need others to put them into practice. So I thought if I steppea |ut completely,



and did not attend an)'meetings of any kind, then I'd create a vacuum which had to befilled. And rhat's what happenid.

Anthea: Where would you like the ATH to go now?

Elizabeth: 'I don't think that's any of my businessl ATH was the yeast, and I think thatyeast' because it works energeticallyr did more than any to change the ptofile of healing.The first thing was to demystify healing, the second *u* rrot to institutionalise it, as sooften happens - but otu presence, smal'though it *ur, o" tt. CHO committee was
absolutely vital in formulating healer trainingi in the first two years. Then of courseother people came in and took it on from there.

- fso T a,way the ATH has served its purpose. But it seems important to the otherpeople involved that it is there, and that it il more than just a profeisio.rut .Lgirt.r. tthink again, going blgk 
Lq the very beginning, it's where"likeminaea people ci} meet

each-other periodically. This perhaps doesn'I happen enough, partty trecirr.-.rr"ryorr.
who belongs to ATTI is 1e-ry, very busy, which r tit e ur * &..ilent sign.

'one thing I would like would be 
-to 

see_a good post-graduate f.ogru.-e going
with refresher courses. I do think, with the co[eclion df experience and ideas and talentthat ATH members ha'r'e, we could run post-grad type refresher courses which shouldkngck the spots of whatever other organisations ari offering. Another thing we could dois for more ATH members- to- participite in workshops that other memb.rrir. offering.That would work very well, that would be another vr.ay for more participation.

'Maybe the open Day will lead to something -tertainly the last 
^oo" i.t"a u. uferment and cement at the same rime.'
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HU,IIOUR AND HEAUING

'Only the ridiculous survive' (groffito)

by Louise Toylor

Louise Taylor, who joined ATH last year, rs a/so known as lona Jette, comedienne and
poet- She recently performed at The Whote Life Festival, was showcased by Apples &
Snakes at the Battersea Arfs Centre, and has a 'proper job' as residen t compere at The
Poef's Kitchen in Richmond - an informal, spontaneous-and experimentalvenue for
poefs, comedians, witers and musicians, particutarly women.

Comedy and sex are close allies. ln that burst of laughter you mimic the moment of
orgasm. Like sex, comedy is co-creative, something has to trigger that pleasure and it is
often the ridiculous. Laughter clears the spleen chakra, alters the physiology, relaxes the
body and uplifts the spirit and there's a whole variety of ways of being take-n io that place
of 'whoopee'!

ln becoming a comedienne I found a spiritual pathway of the heart. I learnt that to
go on stage requires the abandonment of the ego and the ability to work holistically with
allthe chakras. I have to trust to my memory, tothe moment, to Oelng able to be in the
flow and in touch with the spiritual warrior. To improvise requires thaiyou let go of the
script and be spontaneous; to work the audience and to dealwith hecklers n"lds the
inner strength of the spiritual warrior to exercise discipline and still hold the space and
your centre on stage. ln fact allthose things we are exhorted to do by spiritual gurus of
many ilks.


